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Explaining “Auschwitz”.

Who and what made the Holocaust possible?

There are historians claiming that “the world of Auschwitz lies outside speech as it lies outside reason”
, being therefore quite difficult to be accurately or fully explained, or that the Final Solution represents an “incomprehensible enigma.”
 Nonetheless, the subsequent lines will consist of an attempt at understanding and explaining what is known in world history as the Holocaust or the Nazi Final Solution to the “Jewish question”. In order to do this, the following lines will try to grasp what the Holocaust was, how it took place and what were the political, economic and social mechanisms that made its emergence and existence possible. Therefore, the subsequent paper will consist of three main sections. The first one will briefly discuss the very nature of the Holocaust and its significance for the European continent, whereas the second part will present the actual realities of the Holocaust, emphasizing the main ways of implementing the so-called “Final Solution”. The third part will concentrate on the possible explanations that can be provided when discussing the reasons why the Holocaust took place and why it encountered such cruel, outrageous forms of deportation and mass killing. This part will argue that the core elements that must be taken into account when explaining the Holocaust are the totalitarian nature of the Nazi regime and the particular importance the racial ideology played within its inherent logic, an aspect having several implications for the dynamic of the Final Solution. 
The Holocaust: A Definition
Depicted by Zygmunt Bauman as “a depersonalized and bureaucratized mass murder, but also as a course of events that leaves nobody in the modern world outside”
, the term Holocaust is nowadays denominating not only the extermination of the European Jews, Roma and Sinti populations. It also stands for the experience of the survivors and the place this event has in present day European, North American or Israeli historical and cultural consciousness.
 Thus, being well aware of the fact that for contemporary Europe, the term “Holocaust” describes mostly a cultural phenomenon and a historical event, this paper will make use of the term from a narrower perspective. In this author’s understanding, the Holocaust is “an extreme form of genocide,”
 perpetrated by Nazi Germany against the European Jewry, aiming at the total destruction of this ethnic and religious group and having mainly an ideological motivation based on racial principles, due to which people were killed precisely for who they were and not for what they presumably had done.
 The genocide was carried out according to a governmental plan of total extermination
 of the Jewish population in the name of a new principle governing the Nazi ideology: that of race. This principle implied the idea of the superiority of the Aryan race, of its “holy mission” in defending the European civilization and promoting the wellknown by now “breeding the best” policy. This strong racial component of the Nazi ideology is to be considered as one of the main explanatory variables for the implementation of the so-called Final Solution.
How It Happened
Once established what the term Holocaust refers to and what the euphemistically called “Final Solution” meant, the following lines will try to present the way this policy was decided and implemented, and what were its main consequences.

First it must be clearly pointed out that the implementation of the Final Solution has as main starting point the famous by now Wansee Conference, taking place in January 1942 and reuniting representatives of the Foreign, Interior and Justice Ministries, the Four Year Plan Apparatus and the Party and Reich Chancelleries. Despite the various interests and subjects that were present at this meeting, the Wannsee Conference was dominated by the chief of the SS, F. Heydrich, who used this opportunity to inform the other state and party structures about

the “SS global solution to everyone else’s local Jewish problem”.
 In other words, Heydrich informed the others about the Fuhrer’s decision to exterminate the European Jews and the methods that were going to be used in order to carry out this task. If during the 1933-1938 period the main ways of dealing with the “Jewish question” resided mainly in depriving the Jews of all civil and political rights, of forcing them to emigrate or sending them to forced labor camps according to a legal framework put into work by the Nuremberg laws, starting with the Wansee Conference the main goal of the Nazi policy towards the Jews would be their total extermination by using concentration and “industrial” death camps.  

Although the Conference took place in January 1942, the first preparations for the envisaged mass killings were already done by the end of 1941 with the deportation of the German and Austrian Jews out of the Reich towards the eastern lands and the creation within these countries of Jewish ghettos. Deeply concerned about the legality of their actions and the way the German public opinion would perceive the mass killing of former German citizens within their own state, the Nazi authorities decided that the exterminations must take place outside the civilized world, outside both Germany and Western Europe. This is the rationale lying behind the decision to deport, to “evacuate” the Jews towards the East and to create extermination camps outside Germany, in what was then considered as the “inferior, uncivilized” Slavic countries of Eastern Europe.

Because the entire process was taking place in wartime circumstances requiring Nazi Germany an ever increasing war effort and due to the request of the Main Office for Economy and Administration to develop as well a strategy of extermination through labor, it was decided that the extermination camps would be placed near factories or that factories would be built near the camps.
 Moreover, starting with July 1942 the Nazis imposed forced labor on the Jewish male population, so that the extermination of the European Jewry would take place using not only gas chambers and crematoria but also slave labor or mass shootings. Yet, the use of these gas chambers and crematoria is much more important when analyzing the Final Solution as they represent the expression of industrial mass killing, of a “sanitized” way of getting rid of entire communities, of a rationally and carefully  blueprinted killing design, in which the balance between costs and benefits was taken into account. This type of killing “devices” solved the Nazi problem of saving bullets for the battlefields, protected somehow the Wermacht soldiers’ from further psychological trauma and, most important of all, kept the extermination mission as an apparent secret.


First, it was the gas-van garage of Chelmno, where a total of 145.000 people found their death in the December 1941-March 1943 period.
 Afterwards, the deportations towards the death camps of Belzec, Sobibor and Treblinka began, starting with the spring of 1942, each having a core team of experienced killers and being constantly reconstructed by adding more gas chambers.
Initially designed for the extermination of Galician and Polish Jews they were to be used for the extermination of the Jews coming from the rest of the occupied Europe as well.

In what was to be remembered as the symbol of the Holocaust, Auschwitz, the first mass killings using the famous by now Zyklon B gas already started in September 1941, whereas beginning with mid-1942 the first operations took place in Birkenau as well. An “SS-joint industrial enterprise (…) as well as being a prisoner-of-war camp and political prison for Soviets and Poles”
 , Auschwitz made 1.1 million deaths.

Yet, the European Holocaust consisted no only in the Nazi organized mass killings but also in the atrocities and slaughtering committed against Jews in countries such as Romania or Hungary. Although the reasons and the methods used for killing the Jews were different in these cases, between 270.000 and 380.000 Jews found their death in Transnistria, a territory under Romanian administration at that time, Marshal Antonescu following an extermination policy independent from that of Nazi Germany. From Hungary 438.000 Jews left for Auschwitz
, whereas Horthy is to be kept responsible for the 45.000 Jewish victims of the military labor service and the Novi Sad pogroms.

Considering all these, several conclusions can be drawn considering the way the Final Solution was implemented. First, it was envisaged to be a total extermination of the European Jewry, that was supposed to be carried out in secrecy and using rationally assessed, well planned and highly efficient methods. Secondly, the Final Solution became officially a state policy with the Wannsee Conference of January 1942, being carried out under the control of the SS structures. Thirdly, this policy reached beyond the Nazi occupied territories becoming a reality characterizing wartime Nazi allies as well, despite the fact that it took different forms of manifestation.
Explaining the Final Solution
After establishing what the Final Solution refers to and what were the main ways of implementing it, the subsequent lines will try to pinpoint some possible explanations of the emergence, existence and development of the destruction of the European Jewry.   

First, the implementation of the Final Solution was possible due to the totalitarian nature of the Nazi regime. Taking into account the “Six-point syndrome” of Karl Friedrich, Nazi Germany was a state with an official ideology – national-socialism, a single mass party (the Nazi Party) and which exerted control over terrorist police, the media and the arms. Between 1942 and 1945 it had also control over economy up to a certain extent. All these elements provided the Nazi state with the structure of a totalitarian state, with the concentration of the decision-making process into one man’s hands, with parallel political and police structures used by this dictator so as to assure his full control over the system. Within such a framework, the Fuhrerprinzip became the leading political principle, Hitler’s decisions having the force of law. Moreover, this type of regime was associated with the idea of an exclusive   state ideology having in this particular case as a core principle the idea of race (of racial rebirth and regeneration) and with the existence of a strong, well-organized police repressive system.

All these above-mentioned aspects played an important role in the emergence and implementation of the Final Solution. First,  according to the Fuhrerprinzip, Hitler was able to transform his own mad ideas into state policy, benefiting from the existence of a well-ordered SS service and the blind obedience of SS officers and soldiers. From this point of view the Wansee Conference remained as a relevant proof of power structures and relations in Nazi Germany. Despite initial protests against the proposed Final Solution, protests expressing the concern for the legality of this procedure or the economic complaint about the shortages of labor force, the SS Chief Officer Heydrich pointed out crystal clear that the decision was the will of the Fuhrer so that any further comments against the issue were senseless.

The usually highly competitive and devoted to the Nazi ideals SS officers made possible for the task to be carried out in an efficient way, “a keenly competitive spirit prevailing among the personnel”
 of the camps, a fact explaining to a point the huge number of victims the Nazi regime made. Moreover, as Alain Besancon points out, the high level of industrial and technological development of Nazi Germany created the necessary conditions for only a small group of people to be needed in order to carry out the implementation of the genocidal policy
.  


Besides the political structures and the repressive system allowing for extreme genocidal experiments, the Nazi totalitarian state was associated with the existence of a powerful state ideology and an even stronger state propaganda used in order to make it influent. In fact, as Joachim Fest remarked “Propaganda was the genius of National-Socialism. National-Socialism owes to propaganda most of its important successes (…) Propaganda was part of the essence of National-Socialism”
. The hard core of this propaganda was the National-Socialist messianic ideology, promising Germans everlasting glory, rebirth and regeneration of the true German nation and traditions. Enjoying a great impact on a German public full of frustrations and discontentment due to both the failure of the Weimar Republic to fulfill their economic needs and the consequences of the Second World War over their national and individual identities alike, the Nazi ideology had as core principle the idea of racial superiority. According to its logic, the Aryans were the superior race, whereas the Jews were the inferior one. In this way, anti-Semitism became a policy of domination, leading eventually to one of extermination
, whereas the concentration camps were perceived by the regime as an essential part of the Nazi domination over the European continent. 

In the circumstances of such a state ideology and strong state propaganda, the Nazi regime found it quite easy to establish first the Nuremberg laws and afterwards to conduct the deportations towards the East under the label of “evacuations” and “relocations”, having little to justify in front of the German public. Even when the secret became “a secret known by everyone”
, the content of this issue was hard to imagine for a “normal spirit”, so that the large majority of Germans decided to turn their sight away from the camps and to avoid for the moment at least a direct confrontation with realities outside their world.
 Therefore, from this particular perspective, the combination between a strong state ideological propaganda and an inert civil society provide one more possible reason explaining how it was possible the implementation of the Final Solution.

In the cases of the non-German societies, the Nazi regime used another perverted social leverage so as to determine public opinion to agree or at least not to protest against the already chosen solution to the Jewish question: providing material incentives. For example, the Slovak population had important material gains from the process of confiscating the Jewish properties, goods, savings or houses
, while the same type of incentives determined the population from Northern Greece to hand over to the SS officers the local Jewish population. The gain of this strategy was twofold: on the one hand the Nazis were buying the local population’s indifference and could carry out their genocidal policy, while on the other hand they compromised this population from a moral point of view, transforming these people into guilty by-standers.

Besides these “intentionalist” and “structuralist” approaches explaining the realities of the Final Solution, there is also a so –called conceptualist one.
 According to this perspective, the Final Solution is to be explained as the consequence of the fact that modern racism became the main determinant of the extermination policy and by this it provided facts with a scientific explanation. The Reich Criminal Police Office and the Race Hygiene Research Office put this scientific approach to mass killings into practice. From this point of view, the Final Solution appears as the consequence of a certain type of social policy put into practice by a certain type of institution, a perspective suggesting once more the importance of the racial aspect of the National-Socialist ideology.

Another aspect underlining this importance is provided by the decision to turn Auschwitz and Lublin-Majdanek into death camps of mass extermination of the Jewish population
 during the 1942-1945 period, despite wartime circumstances and the ever increasing economic war effort. Although the existence of concentration camps of forced labor had serious economic motivations, the decision to exterminate the labor force was taken in accordance to the ideological goal of the Nazi regime: the establishment of the Racial Domination in Europe.
 This reality underlines once again the importance of the ideological component of the Nazi rule within   a totalitarian political framework.
Conclusions
Unanimously considered by historians as an unprecedented genocide due mainly to the intention of total destruction lying behind it, but also for the methods used in carrying it out, the Final Solution remained one of the core issues of debate for European history. Its development has its roots in the Nazi concentration camps of the 1933-1938 period, but the actual implementation of mass killings started after the Wansee Conference of January 1942. From this point on, the ideology overcame economic needs or military considerations. Moreover, the German failures on the battlefield launched the Nazi regime into a desperate look for scapegoats and deep security concerns, facts leading eventually to even more death camps.

The other reasons explaining the emergence and the implementation of the Final Solution refer mainly to the political and social implications of the totalitarian nature of the Nazi regime and, also to a large extent, to the importance of the Nazi racist ideology, transforming anti-Semitism into an extermination policy.

Yet, despite these apparent reasons which have been pointed out by the research done by now on Nazi Germany, there are still many variables to be taken into consideration when discussing the possible explanations of the Final Solution. For example, the attitude of the Allies is still a matter of controversy. Did they know about the death camps? If yes, then why didn’t they take action against them destroying these death factories? 

These debates regarding the explanatory variables of the Holocaust should go further because only in this way we can figure out the dynamic of the entire extermination Nazi machine, being able in this way to prevent it or at least to efficiently fight against it.
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